I was at a cafe in Kumamoto City few
weeks back with a friend when we found
a flyer for a trance music festival called
‘Rainbow Forest Camp’, the following
weekend. It was to be held in beautiful
Aso. Since it was a long weekend, I had
made plans to go to Nagasaki to visit
some friends,
friend but I knew when I saw the
flyer that the music fest was too good to
pass up.
Given the festival was only six days away,
I realised it might be difficult to find a
gang of people to go with, as many
would have already made plans for the three day weekend. But I thought I’d give it a shot.
So I basically invited everyone I knew. I even threw out an invite to a guy I matched with on
Tinder whose bio said he liked trance music. Why not, right? Eventually, I was able to rope in
a group of four of my other fellow ALTs, all of which were male and living somewhere in
Kumamoto Prefecture.
The festival offered free camping and had 12 bungalows on site. Since we were late making
arrangements, we figured all of the bungalows would be booked, but we called to check
anyways. Low and behold, they had availability! We were surprised. So we snatched one, woo!
We made a list for food and everyone was assigned some grocery items to bring. Since we had
stayed in bungalows twice before (at the Ashikita beach party and at the Amakusa waterwheel
party) we assumed the music festival bungalows would be similar and would therefore have a
fridge, cooking facilities, toilets and showers, as well as beds for everyone.
The morning of the festival came and as I was just leaving my house, I checked my phone and
saw three texts from different people stating that Mount Aso had erupted that morning. Good
golly... only in Japan would this happen! After some panicked research, we learned that the
festival was still on until further notice. So off I went to pick up my friend. Before he and I
drove off, he asked, ‘Do you think I should bring a blanket and pillow, just in case?’ to which I
responded something along the lines of ‘you can if you want, but I didn’t. They’ll have
bedding there.’ But he ran in and grabbed a blanket and pillow anyways.

We eventually made it to the camp ground in Aso after a long, beautiful drive. It had been
beautiful all morning but eventually turned grey and started raining towards the end of the
drive. By the time we reached the festival, it was pouring. I was so grateful that I had made a
last minute addition to my backpack: a rain coat. We met up with the others ALTs and Marcus,
the dude I invited from Tinder. I never thought he would actually end up coming, but he did!
He’s from Sweden but was visiting Japan for a few weeks to study at an inter-religious centre.
We walked around the grounds of the festival a bit. It was so cool. The campground was
located in a valley, surrounded by beautiful mountains. There were two stages: the main stage
was in a field, surrounded by vendor tents, and a smaller stage was down the hill near a
beautiful river. There were interesting looking Japanese ‘hippy’ folks and their kids around
everywhere. Dread locks and crazy clothes, tattoos and piercings galore. This was pretty
shocking, yet refreshing to see as I had never seen this type of person in my everyday life in
Japan. In fact, I didn’t even know they existed in this country. Another somewhat shocking
discovery was that for the first time since moving to Japan, it was cold. It had cooled down that
disc
weekend all over the prefecture, but it was especially cold in Aso since the campground is up so
high in the mountains. It was a weird sensation to feel cold again.
We paid for our tickets and got the key to our bungalow and went off into the woods to find it.
As our bungalows came into view and I just started laughing. They are not what we had
expected at all. They’re old and rickety. Not to mention tiny. We open the door and it’s one
single room, no bigger than my (small) bedroom in my apartment. It’s dirty and old with spider
webs and bugs hanging around. There is nothing in the room except for a light bulb hanging
from the ceiling, a broom, and a picture of a daisy on the wall. No toilet, no cooking facilities,
and most certainly, no beds.
As soon as I opened the door a bat flew into
the room and we all screeched. It was too
funny. This couldn’t have been further from
the lovely, air-conditioned bungalow with
several rooms and a heated toilet seat that
we had all expected. None of us were
prepared for this, to say the least. And that
goes for the rain as well. We didn’t have
proper bedding or clothes/shoes for the
rain and cold. And as it got later, it was
getting colder.
The hilarity of the bungalow/weather was ridiculous. But we didn’t let it get us down.
Everyone remained in high spirits and we decided the only way to survive the harsh conditions
was to have some drinks. So we did. We sat on the floor of our new home, put all the alcohol
we had in the middle and had a big “Kanpai!”

Eventually, the booze warmed us up a bit and we ventured out of our bungalow and into the
festival, where we danced in the pouring rain to one of the DJs. There weren’t a whole lot of
people around, likely because the weather was miserable. But those who were around were
happy and friendly.
We had packed all kinds of food, as well as pots and pans but due to the bungalows not exactly
living up to our expectations; we had nothing to cook on and nowhere to cool our food. I had
made a big pot of curry the night before to bring along and it needed to be eaten soon. We
were able to track down someone that was willing to lend us their camping stove and some gas,
which we promised to replace the next day. We all huddled under the outdoor cooking shelter
and cooked some rice to go under our curry. It was delish.
Eventually, we ended up under one of the vendor tents near the main stage to listen to the
tunes, which were awesome. We huddled together for warmth under some blankets we found
laying around. We ended up borrowing two of the wet and muddy blankets we found and
brought them back to our bungalow to attempt to sleep. It was a cold and uncomfortable night,
to say the least. I was freezing all night, my feet especially, and most of the others were, too.
What a weird sensation to go from living in sweltering heat every day for the past two months,
to spending the night shivering under a wet hippy blanket.
This festival was free for kids and many of the parents took advantage of that. There were little
‘Rainbow’ children running around everywhere and they were SO cute. We spent some time
playing with them, which was thoroughly enjoyable. One of the kids we were playing with, we
later found out, was one of the performers that day. So we made a point to go down to the river
stage and check him out when the time came.
We walked around and checked out some of the vendors, who were selling delicious
vegetarian/vegan food, jewelry, handmade goods, clothes, et cetera. One of the booths was
selling socks and my friend bought a pair for his poor, cold, wet feet. By the end of the
weekend, we had all reached the point where our feet NEEDED extra warmth so we all ended
up with matching ‘Rainbow’ socks. Worth every penny of the $15 for cozy feet and a souvenir
for our hilarious weekend.
The hot sun came out that morning and it felt glorious. The sun brought more and more
people into the festival. We spent the afternoon lying on the grass to dry, listening to the musical
acts, chatting and playing my favorite drawing game.
I was hungry
hun
so I bought some vegetarian curry (pretty much my favourite food on earth). I was
sitting there in the field, finally dry and warm, eating my favourite food amongst my friends
(who are freakin’ wonderful), listening to some awesome Brazilian girl play the guitar and I
thought, “Damn. I am HAPPY.” It was absolutely blissful. I didn’t think it could get much
better but then some yoga teacher laid out mats for whoever wanted to join, so I did.

It came time to go watch the little eight-year-old boy’s set. He sang lead vocals and played the
guitar while his dad played back up. It was the cutest thing and they sounded fantastic! I loved
how the dad let his son take center stage, where he clearly belonged. After a few songs, their
grandpa joined in as well. Three generations! Grandpa took the lead while the little boy got on
the drums. They were all wearing homemade hats made of tin foil and colorful tinsel. It was
too good… one of the highlights of the weekend.
Later, we came across a big beautiful tent
near the main stage with a sign that said
“come hang out.” So in we went. It was
carpeted and had blankets and pillows and
lanterns. Super cozy. They also had free
drinks and cups for everyone. By that
point, it had started to get cold again (an
unfamiliar sensation,
sens
still) so we were
happy to hang out in the tent for a while.
We made a few new friends in the tent that
day, and elsewhere around the festival.
Everyone was very open and friendly. And
I was pleasantly surprised that there were
actually a lot of English speakers there! Likely because the type of person who attends this
festival tends to be into travelling.
At one point I made friends with an Israeli dude who told me that he has gone to seven
different events across Japan with the same crowd of people. Apparently, the hippy community
of Japan is quite small and they stick together. He told me how lucky I am to have gotten a
chance to see this side of Japan. He was right.
Suppertime came and the friendly hippies let us borrow
bo
their stove again to cook some
spaghetti. It’s amazing how delicious something so simple can taste when you’re outside in the
cold without the comforts of home.
The sun set and out came the super-freaky psychedelic sets. One was quite possibly the
coolest/most bizarre musical performance I’ve seen. The main singer was dressed up like
Michael Jackson and he was alongside a female dancer dressed up as a sheep who was just
GIVIN’ ER on stage. The light show and the visuals were unreal too. They had the whole
crowd on the tip of their fingers. It was mesmerizing.
After MJ’s
MJ encore, the DJs started up, and they didn’t stop until the next afternoon. We danced
and danced, taking breaks when needed in our new favourite cozy tent (which was much
cozier than our bungalow, to say the least).

Eventually, it was time for bed. Having no interest in a freezing cold night sans bedding again,
three of us opted to try to snooze in our cars. I actually fell asleep, surprisingly, but woke up
freezing at about 6am. By that point, all the festival goers were up and at 'em and dancing
away. Two of the boys left early and headed to Green Land, the amusement park, for the day. I
could not have done that, they are total champs. We eventually headed home too, stopping
briefly on our way home at the spectacular lookout point of beautiful Aso. I can’t wait to go
back there soon.
What a fantastic weekend we had at
Rainbow Forest Music Fest. I would say
it was my favourite experience since
arriving in Japan. The ALT gang that
went was such a solid group, and we all
left the weekend feeling much closer
than when we had arrived. I think we’ll
always share a special little bond because
al
of that ridiculously silly weekend we
experienced together, and our rainbow
socks. And there’s Marcus, who is likely
back in Sweden now and we will probably never see again. Hehe.

Aoi Aso Jinja is a beautiful shrine in the Kuma district that has great significance to the
Hitoyoshi Kuma area. It is the southernmost building to receive National Treasure designation
and one of 5 National Treasure designations in all of Kyushu.
This festival is the biggest fall festival in all of Hitoyoshi Kuma with the God’s outing on October
9th being the main event. So when one of my friends invited me to be part of the Okunchi
group, I couldn’t pass up the opportunity. Here’s why I recommend you at least try it once.

How to prepare
for it?

Depending on your group this
event can be free or cost
roughly 5,000 yen. This
included for us outfit rental
fees, participation fee, drinks
and food.
The God’s Shrine

What you should bring:

Tabi – they are shoes that separate the big toe from the rest of your toes.
(I recommend black ones because if you wear white ones they will become
brown by the end of the event.)
A medium sized towel – this is super important. You will need a towel
to separate you from the wooden beams. It can’t be too thick or too thin
or else you will be in severe pain instead of mild muscle aches.
Sunblock – it may be cloudy but the sun can still burn you.

The break down:

The Women’s Shrine

This event starts at Aoi Aso Jinja and then goes to Hitoyoshi Castle
ruins for a one hour lunch break before heading back. Since it’s usually
a large group carrying the mikoshi (portable shrine) you will need to be
coordinated. Don’t worry, you’ll have a leader that clip-clap’s blocks
and a chant to keep you all on time and off each other’s toes. You will
have to shake the mikoshi a couple of times during the event so be
prepared for a nice arm workout.

What will you need for the next day?

I recommend a nice relaxing dip in one of the many
beautiful onsens in the Kuma gun then muscle ache pads,
ibuprofen and sleep.
Enjoy the event! Soya-Saaa~!

One of the hardest things about living abroad, I think, is deciding on your presence. It isn’t a
one and done kind of decision. It’s a daily choice and more often than not it’s one we make
multiple times throughout the day, sometimes without even noticing.
For most of us this isn’t our first time living in another country. Orientation is more of a light
buzzing in our ears than a reassuring guide to living in Japan. We’ve been through our fair
share of embarrassing blunders and somehow made it to the other side, so we ignore the gentle
reminders about cultural fatigue. It’s not that we aren’t susceptible to it but we’re well
acquainted with the healing properties of Netflix and red wine (insert favorite
pastime/beverage here).
And for those who are newly inducted into the life of a nomad, you’ll notice that despite all the
advice there really isn’t any magic cure for what we experience here. Because living in Japan is
much like living in our home countries and it’s hard not because Japan is so different but
because living is a constant struggle.
On top of that, living abroad is littered with dangerous potholes of guilt. That guilt can show
up in many forms – guilt over lack of language ability, over lack of studying, over
misunderstanding a situation, guilt over taking up space that isn’t yours.
The JET program recognizes this and even tries to gauge our reaction to that guilt. During the
interview phase most of us probably received a question concerning awkward encounters in the
workspace and though the prompts varied the purpose was the same.
Would we prioritize our own comfort in such a situation? Or would we prioritize the culture of
our guests and bite our tongues? Under the harsh fluorescent light of the Japanese embassy the
answer was obvious and we all chose the right answer because we’re mature adults. At least
that’s what I used to tell myself.
A few weeks ago I stumbled upon a festival in Arao, Shichi-Go-San (7-5-3). I’d heard of the
festival before but I’d never had the chance to go nor, to be honest, the interest. My idea of
Shichi-Go-San was akin to parents in America dragging plastic combs through their children’s
hair in a JC Penney’s, praying they get that Christmas card shot.
But driving by the road blocks I realized how wrong I was. The backdrop for the event was an
impressive shrine with an equally impressive torii beckoning families forward. On the other
side was a giant stage featuring a dazzling display of acrobatics moving in time to the beat of a
taiko drum. Surrounding it were the usual festival trappings; rows of stands offering everything
from fire engine red candy apples to sticks of glistening chicken grilled to a crisp.

And then something caught my eye. Standing to the side was a beautiful white horse with
colorful tassels tied to its thick mane and an elaborate bridle decorated in a similar motif.
Along its back was a blanket imbued with rich yellows and reds and though it was gorgeous it
looked stifling in the humid weather.
Despite the attire and the chaotic drums beating in the background, the horse was a tranquil
moment frozen in time. In fact it took more than a few glances to confirm the horse wasn’t a
perfectly crafted statue.
It wasn’t
was until I spotted the crying child being swung over its back and the two pieces of rope
leading away from its bit towards stone posts that I realized what was going on. Family
members stood opposite the scene with their iPads raised high, cooing at their children to look
their way, intent on snapping the perfect shot.
For all intents and purposes that
horse was a statue. All they wanted
from it was the promise of
immobility so their precious son or
daughter got their chance atop its
back. The only discernible
movement, the only thing it was
allowed to do, was lift its back hoof
all
off the ground. Every so often it
would adjust its weight and
carefully rest its hoof at an angle in
the hard dirt. I was instantly
reminded of my own posture while
teaching, one foot lifted up to give the other a rest, knowing I still had three more classes to get
through before I sat down.
I was angry. I was angry with the attendants in their colorful garb lifting child after child onto
this poor horse’s back. I was angry with the parents for laughing at the scene in front of them, I
was angry with the children screeching directly into the horse’s ears and I was angry with
myself for becoming implicit in this circus by taking pictures.
I thought about attempting a half-hazard jail break. It involved feverishly cutting the ropes and
thwarting off would be saboteurs. At the very end there would be a Free Willy moment with
the horse and I connecting eyes before it charged through the crowds and out to freedom. At
the very least I considered glaring at the parents but in the end I settled with grumbling loudly
in English to my companion, though I’m sure the nearby performance drowned out my feeble
protest.

In that moment I made a decision about my presence. I chose the path of mature adult and I
made myself smaller so as not to offend my hosts. I prioritized the comfort of the country I
was in over my own and that of the horse. I don’t know if it was the right choice to stay quiet
but I do believe I made the only choice available to me. And I guess that makes me a mature
adult.
I’m sure
su there are some who would tell me in that moment that I simply didn’t understand. If I
brought it up with my old eikaiwa students they might tell me, gently smiling so as to soften the
blow, that it was a Japanese tradition and I misunderstood.
And maybe
m
they would be right. The truth is I will never fully understand Japanese tradition
because I didn’t grow up with it. I can appreciate the cultural significance of Shichi-Go-San
but I will never know what it’s like to have my gangly adolescent body coerced into a kimono
for a shrine visit. I will never have the memory of chomping down on a Chitose Ame and
struggle with the rice paper sticking to the roof of my mouth. I will never pass around a plastic
container of yakisoba amongst my friends and laugh at the children throwing tantrums.
But that’s
th
the problem with simply chalking up moments of frustration to ‘cultural
misunderstanding’. That phrase is tossed around so much that it becomes internalized within
us as a guilt we begin to carry. Any problem we have then becomes a problem borne of our
own ignorance and thus no one else’s fault but ours.
And the act of making ourselves small to avoid these misunderstandings cuts into us. It’s not a
large cut but it’s there and after a while those small cuts begin to add up.
The difficult reality is that no one is really in the wrong. The truth is that horse holds a
significant cultural importance to the Shichi-Go-San festival that I will never understand. The
truth is that horse suffered discomfort that day and people were responsible for that discomfort.
In that
th situation there wasn’t anything I could do and you might find yourself in a similar
predicament were there’s no outlet to express your frustrations. That’s why accepting them as
valid is so important. As immigrants to Japan (travelers, expats, interlopers, adventurers,
whatever terminology you prefer) we might not always have a place in the conversation and our
opinions might not matter to anyone else. And that’s fine. But, at the very least, you can
recognize your discomfort as valid even if you have to keep it hidden.
After all, whether we live in Japan or we return home, there will always be times when we feel
out of step with the world.
The situation may be different for all of us but the decision of what to do next is a moment we
all face. And all we can do in the face of that is recognize that our frustrations are valid. We
might not always be able to do anything about it or even fully explain why we are upset, but at
the very least we won’t blame ourselves for it.

Some days it’s easy to walk freely with our ‘other’ identity stamped firmly on our foreheads.
Some days we make ourselves small so we can slip by unnoticed and count the minutes down
until we get home. And then there are the unexpected situations that force us to reaffirm those
decisions.
This isn’t particular to Japan. Wherever you find immigrants, expats, nomads, travelers –
whatever terminology you want to use, I bet anything you’ll find a similar sentiment. Every day
we are affirming our presence and influencing how we are perceived.
There are times we have to make ourselves small to fit a situation and it cuts into us. It’s not a
large cut but it’s there and after a while they begin to add up, festering deep down inside us.
So next time you feel guilty, next time you think you aren’t doing enough or your own
shortcomings are responsible for a misunderstanding, just remember this – your frustration is
valid. Your anger is real and thus you shouldn’t ignore it. There might not be able to voice
that frustration but at the very least you shouldn’t blame yourself for it. It’s simply the hazard
of living.
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Amakusa is far-off for a lot of the ALT community in Kumamoto. You may even hear an
Amakusan ALT complain that there is nothing to do here, or that we are just too far from
everything. But it’s got a very special place in the hearts of the ALTs who live here now and
have lived here in the past. What we lack in luxuries, we make up for in charm. In this specific
case, great food.
Opened a little over two years ago, Komame Cafe
has quickly become a staple in Amakusa. Discovered
by keen ears in the teacher’s office at school we were
quick to rush to a local source of coffee. What was
revealed was so much more. Recently published in
both Amakusa area and Kumamoto Prefectural
magazines Komame is making waves as a wonderful
and stylish café.
Located in Shinwa-machi, it is only a short 20 minute drive from our largest town, Hondo. It
has a gorgeous location amongst rice paddies that are situated in a valley that runs right along
the coast. Its location is so picturesque that it’s almost offensive.
The café is run by a lovely married couple who never fail to be incredibly friendly. They will
happily chat with customers (the husband even speaks a bit of English even though he will
modestly deny that) when they aren’t busily making delicious food and drinks. Even better than
that they understand dietary restrictions and will go out of their way to make sure you’re taken
care of.
As a vegetarian, I have long been suspicious of going out
to restaurants here, especially in Amakusa where we make
a large chunk of our money from our luxurious seafood.
The first time I went to Komame was no different, I
politely enquired what was in the veggie curry and if it
was actually vegetarian. I was quickly reassured and they
happily answered all of my questions. Since becoming a
regular they
th even check with me about the menu items
that they make special for festivals. And I am routinely
asked ‘Is this type of food vegetarian? Is this ok?’ Though
currently the vegetarian part of the menu is down to one
dish (their delicious, signature coconut curry) they
regularly change the menu to try out new dishes.

So, if you come to Amakusa, which you totally should,
please be sure to make it out to this amazing gem of a café.
Try their famous bread or their amazingly delicious famous
chai!
Open 11am to 5pm. Closed on Tuesdays.

Stay on the Left, Stay on the Left, Stay on the Left…
Cars have been a major part of my life. I have
been building and racing cars as a hobby for
longer than I have had a license, I have worked
for the largest dealership in Canada and I have
driven in more situations than most. I could talk
to anyone for hours about cars on a level that
goes past intimate, and I apologize to the people
around me that have already heard me ramble.
ar
These hobbies have already gained me a few
nicknames with some of the JETs, but I accept
them happily!
Anyone who wants to chat about cars, I am totally up for the conversation, but for now I’ll try
and tone down the “kuruma otaku” for a few minutes and get some useful information out.
Most of
o us here are in need of a car. We may already have one, or be thinking of getting one
soon. After getting said car, I encourage you to get out and start to explore this
prefecture/country and go on some road trips. There are a few things you should know or be
aware of if you are planning to get out there though. Even if you have owned a car in a
different country, there are many things that are different here when it comes to maintenance
and driving. Here are five small things to keep in mind when out on the road:
1) Engine Blood
Oil changes? Yes, you need them. Most of you may be used to this and accept it as a simple fact
of life, but here, it is still a little different. Dealers and mechanics here will tell you to get the oil
changed a little more often, and you may be wondering why without an explanation, so let me
try to give one. Oil breaks down with use, and isn’t connected to the actual distance you drive,
but to the work the engine has done and times it spins. Due to small higher revving engines, the
stop and go style of driving here and the steep mountain roads that make the engines labour so
much more, the oil will need to be changed faster.
2) Spare tire?
Do you know where yours is? Do you even have one? Some Kei cars here will not even have a
tire, and instead have a repair kit. Get comfortable with your car and know where these things
are and how to use them before you go on that extra long road trip through unknown territory.

3) Mantan!
Lots of
o places here are full service gas bars, but as your
adventures take you further into the middle of nowhere,
you will find that not all places are. If your Japanese is
non-existent, then you may have a problem, and what
you thought worked at one station may be different at
another. The colours are the only way to really tell what
gas you are getting. Red is regular, and the one most
people will probably
p
be using, yellow is high octane or
premium gas and green is diesel. If you put diesel in
your car (it seems to happen a lot, trust me), you will
need to stop as soon as your car starts acting funny, shut
it off, and get towed somewhere to have it pumped out.
4) There is no place like home
I have driven in worse snow and ice storms than most
people have even seen before, but I have already found
mountains can be different and just as challenging.
The roads here are tight, the elevation changes plus how fast the grads of asphalt switch are
intense, and the amount of swimming pools that collect on the road are crazy (especially on
the IC)! Anyone that has been in a car with me knows I am not telling you to drive like a
grandma, but more so that you need to keep in mind things are different here, and to drive
accordingly to the weather, the roads and your experience HERE, not back home.
5) Oh, IC
The IC can rack up the yen pretty quick, and some people
love to “save the time” by jumping on it. Some of the other
choices aren’t actually that much of a time difference, but
are free. Google Maps has the option to take the tolls off in
the app and you can compare the two times. Sometimes it’s
only a little difference, and you may want to take it instead,
besides, the mountains are beautiful to drive through! If
taking the mountain roads, I suggest a co-pilot. It is hard to navigate alone when there are
many strange side streets and awkward confusing turns. After the earthquake, there are also a
few closed roads around Kumamoto that will need to be avoided, but the GPS’s won’t really
know that until you try and make that turn, but can’t. Your co-pilot can keep you on track,
make sure you don’t fall asleep and catch Pokémon for you so you can concentrate on the tight
mountain roads.
Wherever you end up going, just stay safe, be smart and enjoy the adventures!

